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Immigration, historically important for
Manchester’s economy, today means a
younger, more diverse population, with
the attendant opportunities
and challenges.
Immigration is an important source of U.S. population
growth and demographic diversity.1 Although much of the attention has focused on large metropolitan areas and border states such as Arizona and California, immigration has
also affected smaller cities and rural areas nationwide.2
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In Manchester, New Hampshire, where immigration has
been important for more than 100 years, the trend has greatly
increased diversity.3

crease might seem small, but any population growth is important
for economic expansion.
What is new about immigration to Manchester is where workers come from. Amoskeag Mills was the largest textile-manufacturing
Historical Trends
company in the world at the turn of the 20th century, with workers
th
th
In the 19 and 20 centuries, immigrants provided critical labor for who first came from New England farmlands, then in the 1850s and
Manchester’s industrial economy and, until very recently, constituted 1860s, from immigration. Irish immigrants were followed by Gera much larger proportion of the population than in the state or the mans and Swedes. In the 1870s, Amoskeag Mills began heavy recruitnation overall. (See “Percent of Foreign-Born Population.”)
ment of French Canadians. In 1890, the proportion of foreign-born
In 1890, nearly one-half of Manchester’s population was foreign residents in Manchester’s population peaked, largely driven by the
born. That proportion declined because of increasingly restrictive na- mills’ expansion. Immigration was, therefore, the source of both labor
tional immigration policies and changing economics, particularly the and Manchester’s ethnic diversity in the ensuing decades.
closing of Amoskeag Mills in 1935.4 But the immigrant share of the
Today countries of origin are changing, with 30 percent of immiManchester population remained higher than for the state. The pro- grants still coming from Canada and Europe, but a greater percentage
portion of immigrants nationwide surpassed that of Manchester only from elsewhere: Latin America (29 percent), Asia (26 percent), and
in the mid-1980s.
Africa (15 percent).
After waning for several decades, Manchester’s foreign-born
In addition, since 1980, Manchester has been one of New
population started to increase in 1990, along with national trends. Hampshire’s refugee-resettlement sites, part of a program created by
In fact, if it were not for immigration, the population of Manches- the Federal Refugee Act of 1980, which established sites in all states.6
ter would have declined from 2000 to 2010. All of Manchester’s According to data from the New Hampshire Office of Minority
growth (2.4 percent) can be attributed to immigration.5 That in- Health, between 1980 and 2012, Manchester received almost 6,000
refugees. The average numbers of resettlements per year
for the three most recent decades were, chronologically,
Percent of Foreign-born Population, Manchester, New Hampshire
261, 252, and 257.7
50
U.S. percent foreign born
Like the countries of origin for the overall immigrant
population, those for the refugee population have shiftManchester percent foreign born
40
ed—away from European countries like Ireland, Germany, Sweden, and Greece and toward Asia, Africa, and the
NH percent foreign born
30
Middle East. The largest group to arrive in the 2010s is
from Asia, and includes a substantial number of Bhuta20
nese.8 (See “The Bhutanese Community in Manchester.”)

Aspects of Diversity

10
0

1870 1880 1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010
Source: U.S. Decennial Census 1870–2000; American Community Survey estimate for 2010, 2007–2011

Education Level by Foreign-Born Status for Adults 25 and Older
(City of Manchester), 2007–2011
35

Foreign born

30

Native born

25
20
15
10
5
0

Less than
high school

High school
diploma/GED

Some college
or associate's
degree

Source: American Community Survey (2011), 5-year Estimates

6

spring 2015

Bachelor's
degree

Graduate or
professional
degree

The growth of the immigrant population offers opportunities to Manchester.
Among immigrants, 67 percent are minorities;
among the native born, only 11 percent are. Immigration
is thus a driving force in increasing Manchester’s diversity
and cultural richness. Immigration also means Manchester
is more youthful. Individuals tend to immigrate when they
are younger, particularly when they are seeking better lives
for themselves and their children or enough economic security to start a family. A younger age structure is correlated
with economic growth. It can help replenish the labor force
after retirements and is likely to increase the birth rate.
In 1980, Manchester had a median age of 31, compared with 30 for New Hampshire as a whole. Based on
the most recent census data, the median age in the state
went up to nearly 41, but Manchester’s increased only
to 36. Manchester’s median age is substantially lower
than the state’s today and may continue to drop with
more immigration.9
Although a growing immigrant population provides opportunities, disparities between foreign- and
native-born populations can create challenges for social

The Bhutanese Community in Manchester
Caroline Ellis
FEDERAL RESERVE BANK OF BOSTON
Last June, Sally Ward, Anthony Poore,
and I met with Bhutanese Community
Center members in Manchester, New
Hampshire. They have a Nepali and
Hindu background, unlike the dominant Bhutanese, who are Buddhist.
Having been forced out of Bhutan,
they lived in refugee camps in India
for years. Each mentioned the exact
day of arriving in the United States as
if it were his birthday.
Krishna works at the
International Institute of
New England in Manchester and teaches adult
education. He got a bachelor’s in India and for 10 years taught
in a private school outside the refugee
camp. In 2009, Krishna, his wife, and
son joined his parents and siblings in
the United States. In 2010, he helped
start Manchester’s Bhutanese Community Center. He’s happy he can
afford a house because his son, who
was 8 when he arrived and couldn’t
make noise in the apartment, now
makes all the noise he wants.
Narapati is the center’s
operations director. He
lived in India for 18 years.
In the beginning, there
was little food or health
care. Forty children died on one
horrible day. After the UN came, the
camp improved. Narapati attended
college in India for three years and is

finishing his bachelor’s here. In the
refugee camp, he was a volunteer
teacher. The teachers ran the camp,
and the children were respectful. He
has been making vocabulary lists,
looking up English words on Google
and practicing.
Narapati describes himself as being
sandwiched between two generations. His parents aren’t as independent as they once were. Language
barriers make it hard for them to meet
people. They attend English classes,
and Narapati takes them to see interesting things “to give them hope.” His
children were born here and are fluent
in English. The children have little understanding of Bhutanese traditions,
so he must work to educate them.
Narapati has never seen any hostility
to the children. “They are American.”
Rohit is studying healthinformation management
in college. He helps the
center’s clients apply for
health insurance. He was
able to leave the refugee camp and
get a bachelor’s in physics in Nepal.
From 8th grade on, he was a health
volunteer in the camp, working on
disease prevention, sanitation, and
the like. His goal is to have a good job
and, when he has kids, to be able to
send them to the best colleges. He
wants to give back to the country that
has welcomed his community.

and economic integration. Manchester, like the rest of the country,
encounters its primary challenges in the educational and language
arenas. Successfully addressing such challenges can improve the economic well-being of all.
In Manchester, educational differences between the two populations are pronounced, particularly at the lowest and highest levels.
(See “Education Level by Foreign-Born Status.”) The proportion of
the foreign born with less than a high school education (27 percent) is
more than twice that of the native-born population (12 percent). Indeed, among Manchester’s foreign-born population, less than a high

Tika serves as the center’s
acting director. At age 13,
he was sent to a Catholic
missionary school in India.
His father, a political prisoner, was later forced to leave Bhutan
on 72 hours’ notice. Tika stayed with
his parents in the camp on school
vacations and worked in a preschool
there. He went to college in India and
got a job at Sun Life. He is working to
understand American pronunciations
and slang, creating a list of nicknames.
(Jim for James and Bill for William
can be confusing.) His goal is to be a
“culture broker” for his community.
The center has 12 full- and part-time
staff around New Hampshire helping
Bhutanese with transportation, interpretation, and more. Tika wants to
help Bhutanese businesses learn the
American system for getting loans.
“America has given us hope and new
life and rescued us," says Tika. "We have
320 families here, and we have stable
jobs. With a little investment in us, we
could do so much for the country.”

school education is the second most common level of education attainment. A high school diploma or GED is the most common (30
percent). Although the majority of immigrants older than age 25 have
at least a high school diploma, the educational disadvantage among
this population creates more struggles for their financial well-being
and economic mobility.
In contrast, a large percentage of immigrants have advanced degrees. In Manchester, 10 percent of the foreign-born population has
a graduate or professional degree, compared with 8 percent of the native-born population. Given the recent growth in science, technology,
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engineering, and mathematics jobs, the foreign-born population with
advanced degrees has an advantage in finding work.
As for language, Manchester has always been linguistically diverse. In the wider county, Hillsborough, there is a gap in English fluency between foreign- and native-born residents and also among different immigrant groups. Among foreign-born non-Hispanic whites,
approximately 40 percent speak English “less than very well,” compared with nearly 70 percent of foreign-born Hispanics, about 60 percent of foreign-born blacks, and 50 percent of foreign-born Asians.
Historically, such disparities tend to narrow with each passing generation.10 Additional policies enhancing language skills would likely
ensure smoother transitions for immigrant families.

Successfully addressing the
educational and language
challenges can ultimately improve
the economic well-being of all
residents.
Implications
Manchester’s immigrant population creates concrete opportunities for growth and vitality through its impact on the age structure
of the city and the viability of the future workforce, its contribution to cultural diversity, and its additions to an otherwise declining population base.
The social and economic differences between the immigrant and
native populations do create challenges, particularly in the short term,
and the city must deal with the challenges in order to fully realize
the opportunities. Investment in infrastructure, especially the city’s
schools, is critical for educating and integrating the immigrant population and would benefit all Manchester youth and the city as a whole.
Support for the immigrant population, including its refugee component, is critical, and the work of nonprofit organizations such as
Catholic Charities, the International Institute of New England, New
American Africans, and the Bhutanese Community of New Hampshire shows that efforts to include immigrants in the life of a city can
be successful.
Evidence on immigrant integration elsewhere in the country
points to the importance of increasing the contacts between the foreign
born and native born.11 There is also strong evidence that the response
of local leaders, citizens, and other stakeholders to the challenges can
make a real difference.12 Responses that emphasize the problems often
lead to divisiveness, whereas efforts that concentrate on inclusiveness
and integration can leverage immigrant contributions.
As the center of business and industry in New Hampshire, Manchester has long offered immigrants a home. The benefits of continuing in this role depend on the city’s success in welcoming, supporting,
and educating its newcomers.
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Sally Ward is professor emerita of sociology and a senior fellow at the
University of New Hampshire’s Carsey School of Public Policy, based in
Durham. Contact her at sally.ward@unh.edu.
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